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Abstract
This paper argues that young people need to be given the opportunity to recognise the 
interaction between their own understandings of the world as it is now and the vision 
of what it might become. To support this argument, we discuss an urban planning 
project, known as the Lower Mill Site Project, which involved active participation of 
high school students from the local community. The outcomes of this project 
demonstrate the positive contributions young people can make to the process of urban 
redevelopment, the advantages of using a participatory design approach, and the 
utopian possibilities that can emerge when young people are invited to be part of an 
intergenerational community project.
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‘Now [the village] was unfolding, like a flower 
coming into bloom, radiant with possibility’
(The Messenger, Lowry, 2004, p.168)
1. Introduction  
In the young adult novel, The Messenger, Lowry writes of how a community, even a 
dystopian one, is capable of transforming into a ‘good place’ [1,p. 168]. The trope of 
transformation is common to utopian fiction, and when the implied readership is 
children or young adults, it is often the young protagonist who is instrumental in 
bringing about change. In the real world, however, young people are often absent 
from decisions that are made about the communities they inhabit. In this paper, we 
report on a current research project that takes as its explicit focus the role that young 
people can play in shaping a vision of the future for their community. This is not a 
utopian tale, but nevertheless utopian thinking and imagination are an integral part of 
the discussion. We argue that young people need to be given the opportunity to 
recognise the interaction between their own understandings of the world as it is now 
and the vision of what it might become. In other words, we explore how youth 
involvement in community planning is ‘radiant with possibility’.  
The following discussion begins with a conceptual outline of the key elements that are 
central to an understanding of community engagement within a futures’ context. We 
follow with a brief overview of a more global picture of community projects 
undertaken with young people’s involvement. We then outline the methodology and 
Page 3 of 43
Ac
ce
pte
d M
an
us
cri
pt
3
approach for our project before discussing the ways in which the project is unfolding, 
the challenges and positive outcomes to date. In concluding our discussion, we offer 
some reflections on the project and implications for futures studies.
2. Communities as utopian spaces for existence  
When in 1516 Thomas More coined the word ‘utopia’ he intended to create a pun 
whereby utopia might refer to the Greek eutopia (‘the good place’) or to outopia (‘no 
place’). Over the years utopia connotes More’s double meaning, and perhaps 
surprisingly it endures as an idea or an inspiration for many. McGuire underscores 
this point in noting that More’s notion of utopia remains relevant as it provides ‘both 
an imagined geographical locus and a space to think with’ [2, p.3]. After WWI, Lewis 
Mumford [3] realised that if the Western world were to cope with the grim new age 
that was dawning then it would need to understand what lessons could be learnt from 
history. In other words, he was determined to explore where past stories of utopia 
went wrong and where contemporary society could begin to map what was still 
possible. This ‘not yet’ world Ernst Bloch considers as a utopian possibility and sees 
it is as part of the function of daydreams. For Bloch, daydreams are not simply idle 
time wasters, but opportunities that offer inspiration, turning ‘that which does not yet 
exist’ into a possibility [4, p. 86]. Bloch gave attention to three keywords that have 
relevance for this paper – if, hope, and community. The first two seemingly simple 
words invite speculative thinking and anticipatory consciousness; Block considers 
both as important for critiquing the present with a view to making a better future. 
Bloch’s third word, community, insists on the social rather than the individual. In the 
context of the impersonal forces of globalisation, the utopian ideal of community with 
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its interpersonal relations established on a local basis is often seen promoted as an 
answer to ‘the alienations and abstractions of a globalizing political economy and 
culture’ [5, p. 85].  Communities have the capacity to embrace this utopian possibility 
as in addition to their existing institutional structures, social practices, and 
architectural forms there is ‘a reservoir of potentialities, partly rooted in its past, still 
alive though hidden, and partly budding forth from new crossings and mutations, 
which open the way to further development’ [3, p.7]. By tapping into its reservoir of 
potentialities, communities may in fact discover the ‘not yet’ realised potential it 
holds. 
The word community connotes a sense of belonging amongst its inhabitants. 
However, the reality might be far from this ideal, whereby many of its members may 
feel no attachment to place or people; or they may feel actively marginalised even 
rejected, or feel that they exist unseen and silent. As Ristock and Pennell [6, p.18]
note: ‘ the word “community” implies exclusion’. Every community is distinguished 
from all others by boundaries: boundaries characterised by physical-geographical, 
political, religious, and other cultural factors. This inclusive-exclusive element of a 
community is part of th  paradoxical nature of utopianism. For whatever reasons, a 
community may function as an escape – either from the world outside the community, 
or to a space within the community. This view of community, as a utopia of escape, is 
countered by another kind of utopia whereby the community attempts to reconstruct, 
change or transform itself into a ‘good place’ or perhaps a ‘better place’. Mumford 
and other utopian theorists see reconstruction as going beyond the physical 
environment, encompassing new habits, new values, new relationships and new 
institutions. In other words, reconstruction in this sense is directed towards the utopia 
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of a revised social order.  
This preliminary discussion about the utopian possibilities of communities has 
bearing on the central interest of this paper – how young people can be engaged in 
creating a vision for their community. While the project that we discuss later in the 
paper cannot be seen to take on the reconstruction of a community, it nevertheless 
examines how utopian imagining can be activated so that the past can be brought into 
the present while making plans for the future. Daydreams and utopian imagining are 
not simply the province of either children or adults, as we all live a ‘good part of our 
mental lives in utopia’ [3, p. 16]. However, adults have more social capital than 
children, and so their imaginings have a greater chance of coming to fruition, whereas 
adults consider children’s daydreams as the stuff of childhood, an amusing folly. By 
taking children’s ideas seriously we can begin to realise the extent of their 
possibilities. Specific to our interests here are the ways ideas can co-mingle with 
memory, story, and technology as part of the process of community planning and 
engagement. This topos of encounter is where we now turn.
Community to this point has been treated in abstract terms by noting its relationship to 
people. When a community is given a name and a location, the abstract becomes more 
concrete. Buildings, streets, shops, homes are just part of the locale that comprises a 
community, the visible and material part. However, to uncover what lies behind and 
within its visible and material presence is to discover what Minkowski calls ‘the 
spaciousness of existence’ [in 7, p. 285]. Mazzoleni uses ‘habitat’ to describe this 
spaciousness, the mass of bodies living in space, and offers a way for thinking about 
how that space can be constructed and understood from different perspectives. For 
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Mazzoleni, the habitat is an organic space that embodies not only people, but also 
language, time, and objects. In practical terms we can see these elements through 
stories told about the past, the present, and speculative musings of the future; names 
that have endured the passage of time, redevelopment, and changing local governing 
regulations. The architecture of the space similarly carries stories that recognise the 
past, ‘processes and laws of transformations, connections of cause and effect, and 
genealogies’ [7, p. 287]. Existing among these stories and genealogies of physical 
structures are the lived experiences of people as they move in, stay, and move on from 
the space. Mazzoleni sees the lived experience as only ‘partly translatable into 
language or narratable in story’ [7, p. 287]. Integral to this unspeakable/ unnarratable 
experience are the emotions people express within and about the space. The mix of 
conflicting emotions similarly constructs the space and the community that it 
contains. But containment carries the distinction of inside/outside, local/global. The 
impact of technology not only helps to break down these distinctions, but ironically 
may reinforce them. 
Digital media and virtual reality have enabled the distinctions between space and 
place, inside and outsid , local and global to merge or collapse. But at the same time, 
there is evidence that there is an increased interest in ‘recovering the meaning of 
place, with attempts to delineate its features, and examine its meaning from a variety 
of perspectives’ [8, p. 91].  In communities’ attempts to reconstruct a utopia, they are 
ironically seeking a ‘no place’ of their imagination. A further irony emerges in that 
their determined efforts or desire for a return to the local, communities are also eager 
to inhabit online spaces with their capacity for distributed interaction and 
collaboration. This push and pull between a desire for a nostalgic return to a simpler, 
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more manageable, less frenetic life operates dialectically in relation to the lure of 
information and communications technologies that have created new globally 
accessible environments.
This discussion of communities raises significant issues, which we explore 
subsequently. The conceptual distinction between space and place does not need to be 
understood in terms of either/or. Rather there is a fluidity and interchangeability 
across place and space, which becomes more evident when technology is part of the 
triad. Place exists as a hub into which people, events, objects come together 
constituting a semiotic signifying system that gives meaning to a place. Examples of 
this semiotic system occur in social communications (online and offline), ritual, 
storytelling, memory, naming, information sharing, and other place-claiming activities 
and events. The community engagement and participation in these activities occur in 
both formal and informal ways, and are structured at the personal, interpersonal, and 
civic levels. The following section considers research projects that have investigated 
various forms of community engagement in projects that can be considered ‘formal’, 
that is, the impetus for these projects was either from an outside source or from an 
institutional or legislative source within the community.  
3. Involving youth in community projects 
Community-based participatory research is an approach that both acknowledges and 
integrates the needs of communities into the cycle of planning, design, and 
implementation. However, young people are often overlooked in this process of 
engagement. This oversight is particularly problematic as it is young people who will 
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be most affected by decisions regarding future planning of their community. Our 
point that young people have perhaps been devalued or overlooked in regard to their 
capacity to contribute to discussions of public space planning is supported by other 
researchers [9,10,11,12,13,14]. Malone [13] argues that the assumption that young 
people, when given the opportunity to participate in planning processes, will ask for 
‘pie in the sky’ or unrealistic changes is an urban (planning) myth. Rather, he 
contends that given the opportunity, most young people have insightful and practical 
ideas that take into account the needs of the whole community. However, we see 
value in ‘pie in the sky’ ideas as having, like Bloch’s notion of ‘daydreams’, the 
potential to realise the ‘not yet’ potential for future planning. 
Young people are knowledgeable about their local area and acutely susceptible to 
negative and positive changes to it [13, p. 17]. Rather than see young people as 
vulnerable to change, Bartlett [9] takes a more agential perspective by acknowledging 
young people’s capacities as active agents in identifying problems in their 
surroundings. To this we would add, young people’s capacity to come up with 
creative solutions and ideas. Both Malone and Bartlett agree that young people have 
insight, energy and conviction that they can bring to the urban planning platform 
when given the opportunity to work with adults in making cities better places.  
Checkoway and colleagues found that young people’s participation is not tokenistic, 
but offers real ‘public work’ in which they can have influence on policy issues [11, 
p.1157]. Furthermore, these researchers see youth as being able to both identify issues 
that concern them and propose new ones of their own. 
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Young people can become an integral part of community development projects as 
reported by McKoy and Vincent [15 in their review of The Y-PLAN (Berkeley, 
California). This plan is a model for youth civic engagement in city planning 
involving university graduates from Berkeley working as mentors for local high 
school students. It also involves government agencies, private interests and other 
community parties working together on real world planning issues. McKoy and 
Vincent [15, p.400] found three common conditions could be linked to success in 
engaging youth and schools in community development work. These include: the use 
of authentic problems to engage the diverse group of stakeholders; shared decision-
making between adults and young people; and the belief that such projects build 
individual and institutional success. They state that ‘integrating schools and students 
into community development efforts has been under-theorised and lacks guidance in 
the literature’. They attribute this to lack of access to schools, limited communication 
between groups and lack of knowledge in working with young people. They explain 
some of the challenges they faced when working with a number of institutions and 
question whether a program can be sustainable in changing political environments. 
They propose that community groups and planners need to use the expertise of 
teachers to assist in connecting students with community projects giving them real 
world experiences. They also stress that it is important to note that all community 
groups and schools will propose different outcomes and negotiation needs to occur so 
that all interests are met to ensure the success of a project. When all stakeholders have 
positive experiences other projects can continue to use a similar community 
engagement model on a regular basis as relationships have been established.
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Acknowledging the potential that young people can offer is undoubtedly a good 
starting point, but finding ways of working with them in future development of a 
community requires researchers and urban planners to explore new approaches and 
methodologies. A critical component of any of these new approaches is to be open to 
diversity with respect to the process of community consultation. Malone’s suggests 
that the most effective methods are those that best suit young people, and nominates 
story and new media as two such methods. Planning with young people is not just 
about changing or designing physical forms or structures – it is about understanding 
the cultural texture of the community – its flows, rhythms, patterns of work and 
leisure, and stories. In terms of cities, Lindner [16, p. 53] says that they are ‘not empty 
pages, but narrative spaces in which particular (hi)stories, myths and parables are 
inscribed’. To involve young people in future planning projects, researchers and 
planners must go beyond superficial consultation and take into account how they 
understand and experience the cultural texture of their community, and how they 
imagine it could be. Engaging young people in this process can foster a more creative 
and open approach: one that is not constrained by economics and account keeping. As 
Lindner suggests, in order to achieve a ‘thick description’ of the specificity of a place 
we ‘need to take into account the cumulative texture of the local culture as expressed 
in its images, typifications and collective representations’ [16, p. 56].
In a study by Malone [17] that involved working with young people to negotiate the 
planning, development and management of public places, various issues were 
highlighted as being significant.  These included the type and level of participation, 
time frames, capacity to participate, the commitment by individuals in the council and 
the diversity of young people as all being important in ensuring successful 
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participation by young people into urban planning. In an earlier study by Malone [13], 
she found that there is a connection between a lack of environmental experience and 
youth’s inability to develop a sense of place; this inability is termed ‘placelessness’ 
[18]. Placelesssness has long-term consequences for youth’s capacity to contribute 
both in the present time and in their future adulthood to the reconstruction of their 
communities. To counteract this placelessness, the successful ‘Growing Up in Cities’ 
project [19] supports children in assessing their local environments and working with 
local officials to in urban planning to improve them. According to their website, 
‘Growing Up in Cities’:
Enlists the energy, ideas, and hope of young people to evaluate their own 
circumstances, define priorities, and create change. It also enables municipal 
governments and child advocates to implement the participation principles of 
the Habitat Agenda, Agenda 21, and the Convention on the Rights of the 
Child. It provides models of interdisciplinary, intersectoral collaboration for 
listening to the voices of young people and creating more responsive urban 
policies and practices. 
One of the outcomes of the ‘Growing Up in Cities’ project that is helpful to a range of 
professionals and service providers including urban planners, municipal officials, 
community development staff, educators and youth-servicing agencies, is the 
publications of projects which provide case studies as well as practical manuals on 
how to conceptualise, structure and facilitate the participation of young people in 
community development processes (for example, Creating Better Cities with Children 
and Youth, 20).
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While there is evidence that community engagement involving young people is 
increasing, there is limited research on community engagement through schools [21]. 
As opposed to a deficit model which sees students as in need of skills and knowledge, 
schools and school systems are coming to recognise that children and young people 
have expertise as well as experience, are capable of responsible action, and can 
usefully contribute to decisions that affect their everyday lives [22, p. 327]. The 
previously discussed example of a model of youth-community engagement offered by 
McKoy and Vincent [15] would seem useful for complementing and supporting 
existing curriculum and learning goals, as well as for achieving school and student 
engagement in community projects. Allowing young people to participate in their own 
learning process encourages them to perceive education as their project, something 
they create [23, p. 137]. However, despite the shifts in ways in which students are 
encouraged to actively contribute to their own learning in schools, the learning that 
can occur outside school by working in community projects is still under-utilised in a 
manner that goes beyond tokenism or goodwill. Schools are rarely connected to 
community development and planning and this disconnection negates the value of 
their potential as an important change agent with respect to directly shaping its future 
[24]. There is a paradox in that on the one hand, the educational philosophy of schools 
is to prepare individuals to participate meaningfully in society, yet on the other, 
society is often reluctant to involve schools and students in meaningful participation 
that can put this philosophy into practice. 
By involving students in the future planning and development of a community, there 
is a potential to create a convergence of people across different generations who can 
actively participate in the process of nurturing and realising a community’s needs and 
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desires. Furthermore, to leave out young people in planning for the future is as 
foolhardy as it is to leave out older people, as together they offer ways of ‘bringing 
the past into a meaningful relationship with the present through recontextualisation’ 
[25, p. 14]. This idea of recontextualisation holds a similar value as remixing does for 
popular songs of past eras – the remixed version, offers a new context for blending the 
past and the present, old and young, into a new hybrid version.
From this brief literature review it is clear that youth involvement as part of 
community engagement is a valid and important way of ensuring that students take on 
important roles as researchers and ideas-generators who can assist local councils, 
schools and communities to plan for the future. The following discussion outlines a 
specific example of youth–community engagement through the use of participatory 
research by high school students to engage with the redevelopment of a specific site 
(the Lower Mill) in their community.
4. The Lower Mill Site Project
The Lower Mill Site Project (hereafter, LMSP) is part of a larger research study 
entitled ‘Remembering the past, imagining the future: Embedding narrative and new 
media in urban planning’.1 In its broader scope, the study is a response to the growing 
need amongst urban planners to utilise creative approaches in urban planning [26, 27]. 
There are two underlying premises of the study. The first is that community 
engagement in urban development is a necessary process to ensure that issues of 
heritage and future sustainability are part of the planning and implementation stages. 
The second recognises the role that technology can play in enabling a democratic 
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approach to co-creation of content, and the reinstating of the local into the global [28]. 
These issues were raised in the preceding discussion. By combining narrative and new 
media approaches and embedding these in the two sites involved in the study, the 
study intends to inform future urban and community planning processes.
The Lower Mill Site is located in the centre of a hinterland rural town north of 
Brisbane (Queensland, Australia). The site was once a vibrant part of the town’s 
economy as a logging outlet. In 2000, the two fully operational mills were closed 
under a new rural forestry agreement. When the mills closed, the community fought 
to keep the lower mill site for its historical value and significance, as well as for the 
future use of the community. The town has an older demographic with a history of 
being community minded with many interest groups working within the community, 
such as the woodworkers club, the genealogical society, and the community-based 
Lower Mill Board which is the direct link between development at the site and the 
Shire Council. The local high school has already established strong links with the 
community. The involvement of he local high school in the LMSP is intended to 
demonstrate the educational and community value of engaging students and schools 
in community planning and development. 
A pilot study was conducted in June 2009 with 20 middle school students, aged 13-15 
years, from the school (approximate balance of boys and girls). Students were invited 
to design a heritage journey for the Lower Mill Site. Funding for the construction of
this heritage journey was provided by the government tourism agency. The idea of a 
heritage ‘journey’ rather than a ‘trail’ was intended as a way of opening up different 
approaches to design compared with more conventional heritage trails. The Lower 
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Mill Site will eventually house many community groups and has two ‘heritage listed’ 
buildings from the original sawmill as its centrepiece. 
The LMSP has two aims:  
(i) To explore how community narratives in the form of public histories of 
situated experience can be integrated into current/future practice to value 
and embed the depth and meaning of people’s experiences into the systems 
and processes of urban planning and development; 
(ii) To investigate in particular the challenges and opportunities in involving 
high school students in community engagement.
4.1 Methods and data collection
What we report on in this paper requires a double-vision account. One view considers 
the process by which students participated in the planning of the heritage journey as 
both researchers and designers. The other view considers our interpretation of that 
process and its outcomes with respect to community engagement. The methodology 
guiding the research of the LMSP draws on the principles and approaches that 
underpin participatory research. 
An important underpinning philosophy of the participatory research ensures inclusion 
and success for all. To achieve this purpose, a diverse group of students was selected 
from those who volunteered to be part of the project. These students had direct input 
to developing ideas for the new Lower Mill Site, and they and a wider student cohort 
engaged in cross-curriculum activities associated with the site – its environmental 
features, history, and redevelopment. Participatory research works on the premise that 
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if students are involved in the research process, then they are more likely to engage in 
the research itself and subsequently in community; it breaks down the distinctions 
between researcher and the researched. As Flicker and colleagues note: ‘By taking 
successful concrete actions towards improving their communities, youth can build 
their self respect and confidence to cope with other life situations’ [29, p. 288].
Despite the best intentions of an egalitarian approach to participatory research there is 
an inevitable tension between following a (funded) research agenda and balancing this 
agenda with the desires and interests of the participants. As a way of acknowledging 
this tension, and the difficulties that arise as part of the research design, we included a 
high level of self-reflexivity on our part of adult researchers. In the next phase of this 
research (not reported in this paper) we are also involving the students in a similar 
process of self-reflexivity. An important consideration of participatory research with 
young people is how power is managed, and how our understanding of conceptual 
couplets such as adulthood and authority, youth and knowledge shape the research 
process and reporting. From this perspective, any application of participatory research 
principles must necessarily prompt researchers to engage in self-reflexive critique, 
both in terms of the assumptions underpinning adult-child power relations in the 
context of research, and, as Thomson and Gunter [22] note, in the context of
knowledge produced through and around the research. 
Participatory research requires methods that are ‘context-sensitive’ [30]. The research 
centring on the LMSP employed qualitative methods such as interview, photographic 
recording, and visual representation to allow the study of a community-engagement 
case. Students were guided in ways to use these methods as a means for capturing the 
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richness of both their own and other people’s perceptions and experiences. These 
were conducted over three overlapping cycles: The Past; The Future; and The Design 
Presentation. These cycles capture the shifting time perspectives of past and future 
within a community design/planning framework. The student-led activities conducted 
within these cycles emerged after consultations among the research team, teachers, 
school administration, parents, local community groups, and local council members.  
All of these stakeholders gave active support throughout the cycles’ implementation.
Through the assemblage of these individual accounts of students’ interviews, 
drawings, and digital and print presentations we were able to develop an analytical 
understanding of student engagement as both process and product. As researchers on 
the project we had specific roles and responsibilities. Mallan is one of the chief 
investigators on the research project and Greenaway is a teacher at the school 
(currently on leave), who is using this project for her doctoral research. Greenaway 
adopted the dual role of teacher-res archer, working with the students on the heritage 
journey, and liaising with community and school. 
A qualitative, mixed methods approach was used, including: observations that 
generated field notes, electronic and print recording and document analysis, open-
ended interviews, survey questions, and photographic records. In analysing the 
process of engagement by students, council, teachers, parents, and community, we 
have focussed on explaining the variation in perceptions and experiences to make 
visible the often invisible or taken-for-granted assumptions that underpin perception. 
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5. Students’ visions for the Lower Mill Site
5.1 Cycle 1: The Past
The purpose of this cycle was to record oral history of three past workers of the Mill. 
In developing their interview questions, students first conducted their own research of 
the history of the site, using genealogical records, library sources, the Internet, and 
communication with parents and community members. The interviews served as a 
means to engage students with the past by having them develop knowledge of the 
Mill’s history and aspects of its past social milieu. To achieve this outcome students 
asked questions relating to the general day-to-day workings of the Mill as well as 
more seemingly prosaic questions such as ‘What did you have for lunch? Were there
any larrikins who worked at the mill? Did you have a Christmas party?’. These 
questions reflect students’ interests and serve as an example of how student-led 
research brings a different perspective to the subject. The students’ interviews with 
the retired Mill workers also were a means of bringing an appreciation of the past into 
the lives of these young peo le.  In capturing the Mill workers’ personal stories the 
students then needed to decide how these past stories could inform the future design 
for public spaces at the site. In developing their questions for the interview, students 
also gained knowledge of how to perform as researchers, interviewers, recorders, and 
historians. This knowledge contributed to the kind of authentic learning and 
experience that McKoy and Vincent recommended as a desirable outcome of youth 
participatory research projects.
5.2 Cycle 2: The Future
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This cycle entailed students undertaking activities as preparation for their planning for 
the future development of the heritage journey at the Lower Mill Site. After students 
had heard the stories and gained more knowledge of the site from the former workers
two focus groups were conducted by Greenaway to gain an understanding of what the 
students believed was a requirement of a heritage journey. Significant points 
emerging from these focus groups were: 
x History of the place needs to be explained;
x Re-enactments of mill activities will give a sense of the past;
x A means of transport around the site such as a train is necessary;
x A form of payment (for entry) must exist.
Following the focus groups, students worked in groups of five with the brief of 
designing a heritage journey. They participated in a number of activities over a period 
of one week (due to time constraints) with a view to presenting their ideas to members 
of the Lower Mill Board at the end of this time2. Each group was issued with a USB 
drive containing a number of files: a timetable for the week, all the activities, 
documents to assist and scaffold activities if required by individual students, and due 
dates and times for tasks. In preparation for the week’s activities, students studied 
many aspects of the Lower Mill Site during Maths, Science, English and SOSE 
lessons. Activities during the week included Internet research of existing heritage 
trails, brainstorming, preparing memos, working with community mentors, writing 
poetry and historically based stories, preparing presentations, map drawing, 
photography and using computer programs such as sketch-up. 
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These activities were designed to serve a number of purposes: to establish group 
cohesion; to broaden students’ knowledge about community spaces and places around 
the world and within their local community; and to ultimately inform the design for a 
heritage journey for the site. The scaffolded activities produced opportunities for 
students to think about and discuss the decision-making process that council members 
go through in arriving at a decision for a community space such as the feasibility, 
environmental and economic concerns. In addition to these ‘real world’ activities, 
other skills included public speaking, creating PowerPoint, and organising material.  
The activities began with team building activities for the students in the group to get 
to know each other. These activities promoted leadership and teamwork in an effort to 
establish a sense of belonging to a group that was to work together on a common goal. 
By establishing individual roles within the groups, the skills of each student were 
utilised for the successful completion of tasks (such as writing, technological skill, 
speaking, drawing). Each group was allocated a teacher and a mentor from the 
community to assist and advise. The teacher’s role was to assist and encourage 
students as they focussed on the task, give advice regarding use of school resources. 
Mentors from the community were chosen as they had additional knowledge of the 
site with the ability to advise students regarding council requirements and visions for 
the site. Students often learn the most when they must present and defend their ideas 
to mentors and partners [15, p. 399]. The teachers and mentors were mindful not to 
introduce their own ideas or bias the group in any way. 
Students were able to peer tutor by assisting one another to develop their skills in the 
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different areas such as technology. Students with advanced skills in using Microsoft 
PowerPoint or Google sketch-up assisted other students in final preparations for their 
presentations.  Some students were empowered by their ability to assist teachers and 
community members with technology, boosting their self-esteem and giving them a 
sense of achievement. By defining the roles of each member, students worked 
together for a common goal taking ownership of their ideas, as they remained engaged 
in the project. Group decision making in this form directly reflects the decision-
making processes that take place in community groups and at local government level. 
This authentication of the tasks brings about a real world connectedness for students 
assisting in the their engagement of learning [31].
The brainstorming activities were designed and conducted to be inclusive of all ideas 
with students writing the ideas on posters for display in the classroom (see figure 1). 
Insert Figure 1 here
This activity enabled students to debate any grandiose ideas of large-scale 
developments such as theme parks and a zoo. Students were accountable for the work 
they were preparing on a daily basis, as an electronic memo was due at the end of 
each day showing the progress of the group. The memo was submitted and 
subsequently reviewed by the teacher and mentors allowing for work to be assessed 
for curriculum purposes and to ensure understanding of the tasks. Via the memo 
system students were given an opportunity to reflect on the outcomes of the tasks and 
also on the ideas they were developing. Students were encouraged to write their own 
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stories of the experiences they have had during the various activities and on the time 
they have spent at the Lower Mill Site by outlining their thoughts and feelings. As the 
following memos from some of the students demonstrate:
Today we were asked about what features would encourage people to explore 
the site. I have enjoyed finding hidden treasure so I think other people would 
too. People could write Mystery Stories, organised as a treasure hunt –
finding hidden bottles with clues to lead you to the next place. Each clue 
incorporates a part of a history relating to some historical event. Carvings 
can be found on the trail and range from tools that were used to other 
carvings.
After today I know that I don’t like researching on the Internet, it is boring. It 
is more fun running around at the mill site.
Mr Bath explained how he almost cut off his finger using one of the saws. He 
was not supposed to be using it because it was his job to dry the wood. I am 
going to use this in my story to make it more exciting.
This electronic memo served two purposes as it provided students with a way of 
keeping on task, and emphasised the nature of working to a brief and a deadline. Both 
purposes are pertinent to life as a student and as a planner. 
5.3 Cycle 3: The Design Presentation
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In this cycle students worked on their designs for the heritage journey and prepared a 
fifteen-minute presentation of their ideas. A presentation day was organised with 
invitations to members from the community, council members and the Lower Mill 
Board. Each group voluntarily prepared a power point presentation with all members 
from each group speaking to the meeting. One of the groups took on the name 
‘Victory through History’ and began their presentation with a poem that effectively 
introduced the concepts of ‘the past and the future’:
Victory across history, a place full of mystery
Where millers mill wood, as quick as they could
They cut and split it, they dried it and fit it
And now we all live in it
The groups of students did not design the heritage journey as a ‘traditional heritage 
trail’ that led visitors around the site. Rather, they saw the site as containing a series 
of different experiences. As one group explained:
We have design d this placescape to encourage lots of different people to use 
the space in different ways.  It provides a place for playing and interacting
with history, nature and community activities.
It was consistent across all groups that a series of different experiences best 
represented their idea for a heritage journey. These experiences included wood based 
demonstrations, audiovisual displays, and allocated areas for relaxation. The students 
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were mindful of the need for all age groups to be catered for all in the construction of 
the experiences. 
A common theme of ‘change’ emerged through the students’ designs. Students 
considered various new media into their designs because of the ability of technology 
to facilitate change through the use of visual effects on screens or through audio 
presentations. They identified how the community could be involved in producing 
stories for display via these forms of media at the site. They also suggested that 
displays at the site should be always changing, as this would encourage both young 
people and other members of the community to frequently visit the site. Furthermore, 
they reasoned that if young people were involved in producing stories to be displayed 
at the site then they would most likely bring other family members to experience 
these. Thus, students regarded change as an essential element for sustaining interest in 
the site and new media technologies were the means for facilitating this. 
The students designed a series of robust play-based equipment that exhibited a 
connection with local history. For instance, their ideas were that this equipment would 
be made from timbers growing in the local area and which were once milled at the 
sawmill (e.g. Crows Ash and Beech Wood).  The students were able to name the 
timbers and where they could be found due to the knowledge passed on from the 
stories told by the past mill workers. A traditional wooden playground was designed 
with a proposal that the equipment be made by the onsite woodworker from the 
abundance of noxious camphor laurel in the area. One design idea that students 
presented to the council was a wooden log maze that could be constructed from local 
materials (see figure 2)
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Insert Figure 2 here
This evolving theme of play was enhanced by the idea of animating the creek through 
the use of stepping-stones to assist movement across the creek. There is an existing 
causeway that students proposed would be animated by decorating it with concrete 
shapes depicting the various flora and fauna found at the site. In particular the 
students were interested in seeing formations of the various ‘bugs’ that they have 
found in the creek during science lessons. They believed that people visiting the creek 
could have a similar scientific encounter if this idea were implemented. Most 
significantly, the students’ ideas and discussions of the future uses of the site reflected 
a close understanding of the cultural texture of the community – its flows, rhythms, 
and patterns of work, play, and leisure – that Mazzolini (cited earlier) considered as 
part of the organic nature of a space. 
6. Community Feedback: Closing the loop
The presentations were well received by the meeting with representatives from the 
Mill Board and Council commending the students on their presentations and design 
ideas. A former mill worker commented: ‘We never had anything like this when we 
went to school, we were always told what to do.’ The students were told of other 
community engagement activities with adult groups to gather ideas for the same site, 
but as one member of the board told them: ‘You have come up with many more ideas 
than the adult groups who think they know what is best and you did it in less time.’
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After the students’ presentations, Greenaway facilitated a further focus group 
consisting of ten of the students involved in the activities to gauge their perceptions of 
the community engagement activity. Below is a summary of some of the key points to 
emerge from the focus group:
x Students were not interested in using technology at the site;
x The LMSP was a great way to learn;
x Learning from the former mill workers and outside the classroom was 
valued;
x Students felt valued and ‘special’ to be asked by the council for their 
ideas;
x Greater access to free technology would enable them to communicate 
with friends throughout the planning week;
x  Personal access to technology was limited by money and lack of 
resources.
While these responses reinforce similar claims about youth engagement projects by 
other researchers [9, 13, 15], the students’ disenchantment with technology was 
unexpected, especially given that story and new media were the underpinning 
elements of the study’s design and rationale. However, their apparent disinterest in 
having ‘technology at the site’ is complicated by their comments that if they had 
greater access to free technology then they would use these devices to communicate 
with friends throughout the planning week to share ideas. Furthermore, their location 
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in a regional town with limited access to broadband and other mobile devices was 
seen as a limiting factor. 
At a subsequent Council meeting the students’ design ideas were discussed and a 
short list drawn up by the meeting of those that could be used. Due to the plethora of 
ideas put forward it was deemed (by the adults) at this meeting that the ideas would be 
categorised into groups: Act Now; Middle Term; and Long Term (see figure 3). The 
Lower Mill Board has since approved three ideas from the ‘act now’ category for 
immediate construction by various council groups. These include animating the 
causeway by constructing various shapes of flora and fauna found at the site in 
concrete and by placing stepping-stones in the creek; this work is to be completed 
under the Community Justice Program.  The council will now expend funds from the 
grant to purchase lighting equipment to facilitate the illumination of the stack, which 
is a prominent feature of the boiler house, and audiovisual equipment to enable stories 
to be shown on screens, also in the boiler house. 
Insert Figure 3 here
7. Reflections on the Project – Utopia revisited
In this section we return to some of the key themes that we discussed earlier in our 
paper with respect to communities as utopian spaces for existence and consider these 
in the light of the outcomes of the project reported in this paper. We want to 
emphasise that the project is ongoing, and this paper reports only on the pilot study. 
The key themes – transformation, community space, new media and story, and 
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recontextualisation – offer the means for reflecting on the project and re-envisioning 
the future. 
7.1 Transformation of subjectivities and attitudes
The students who participated in the LMSP came to see themselves as capable 
participants, believing that they had the necessary skills and knowledge to meet the 
challenge of designing a heritage journey for the site. These skills and knowledge 
were developed throughout the school term, where teachers actively combined cross-
curriculum activities with real world experiences. Furthermore, through the 
development of technological skills in graphics courses conducted at the school, the 
students gained design skills using the ‘sketch up’ program, and built on this
knowledge in the development of new ideas for design features at the site.  As a result 
of their enhanced skills and knowledge in new areas, the students also transformed 
their own sense of themselves from having no agency in the community’s plans for 
the future to being active participants. As one student said: ‘It’s cool being asked for 
my ideas. I think they will make my log maze and I have some more ideas for next 
time’. 
Their involvement in this project was different from other school-community 
activities such as when students go on field excursions or have community leaders 
address classes. In LMSP, students saw themselves as being legitimate partners and 
important players in the planning of the development of this new community project. 
In this respect, students experienced similar feelings to the young people in the Y-
Plan project reported earlier [15, p. 390]. In both cases, young people experienced 
transformed subjectivities as a result of their participation and from having their ideas 
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taken seriously by stakeholders. Initially, students expressed a degree of scepticism as 
to whether or not the council and Mill board would take their ideas seriously, as one 
student asked: ‘Will they really listen to our ideas or is this just a school activity?’. 
This reaction highlights the point made by McKoy & Vincent [15] that authentic 
experiences are the most successful for engaging young people in community 
projects. 
Another kind of transformation was evident in many of the community members’ 
attitudes towards the students’ capabilities for the planning of the heritage journey at 
the site. The initial perception was voiced after the first focus group during which 
students were unable to focus on the task or describe what a heritage journey might 
look like. One of the community members later shared with some scepticism whether 
the students would be able to ‘produce anything that may be used’. This perception 
was later revised when at the end of the project comments such as ‘they have done an 
amazing job’ were made.
A further transformation of attitude occurred within the school. Initially, teachers 
regarded students’ involvement in this project as additional work for them and their 
students, and feared it would distract students from the main curriculum areas. When 
teachers saw that students were engaging enthusiastically with the project and enjoyed 
being present at the Lower Mill Site, their attitudes changed and more enquiries were 
made regarding involvement in future projects which will engage middle phase
learners. Students in the later stages of the middle phase of learning (years seven to 
nine) are most at risk of becoming disengaged in learning [31]. The middle years of 
schooling must provide meaningful and challenging learning opportunities to help all
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students stay interested, contented and eager to learn at school [32]. Due to the 
success of the project, administration officials at the school commented that they 
would like to include more classes in a similar project next year and that timetabling 
issues would be addressed to facilitate this new way of engaging learners. The project 
was conducted in the final week of term two when traditionally attendance at school is 
low. This was a concern for organisers but fears were allayed when students 
responded keenly to participate, even when some of them were sick. 
These instances highlight how young people can achieve transformed subjectivities 
when they see themselves differently and when others perceive and respond to them 
differently and positively. These changes express a transformed relationship between 
the different subjects (youth, teachers, community leaders) and the social space (the 
community, the school, the Lower Mill Site), and the body politic (the council, the 
board, the school administration), and how this transformation aligns with a 
transformation to the ideological function of what could be seen as a utopian space. 
7.2 A Utopian Community Space
We mentioned earlier a reluctance by some communities to involve youth in projects 
was because they might produce ‘pie in the sky’ ideas [13]. Figure 3 highlights some 
of the ideas students included in their designs which ranged from practical (cost-
effective) ones, such as putting frogs in the gully to restore the ecological balance of 
the creek, to the more grandiose (costly) suggestions, such as constructing a perspex 
overlay of the old site over the current one. While the council classified the ideas 
according to a time-cost scale, another kind of classification yields a different 
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understanding. For example, the students clearly considered a broader community 
context when coming up with their ideas. This broader context reflected activities that 
were: intergenerational (seating, sculptures, signs, library and stories); heritage related 
(wall of fame, stories of the mill workers, indigenous owners of the land), and 
community oriented (opening bonfire, barbecues, archaeological dig, log maze, 
feeding fish platform, performance space). These activities correspond to the organic 
space, noted earlier by Mazzolini, as a space where people, language, time, and 
objects mingle and flow back and forth from past to present and into the future. 
In addition there are explicit suggestions for play activities (flying fox, stepping 
stones in the creek, a log tunnel, play activity connected to Apex Park). The students 
enjoyed the physical nature of the site in its ability to promote ‘play’. During each 
visit they enjoyed climbing the trees and tree stumps after clearing, playing in the 
creek and digging for ‘old stuff’. Students found many artefacts, such as old tools that 
were used in the working mill, instigating impromptu storytelling of what the items 
may have been used for and why they were discarded. One of the original objectives 
for the site was to provide ‘play’ spaces and equipment. The architects acknowledged 
the fact that play was an element that the students regarded as valuable and they too 
saw this as an important aspect at the site. 
The overall impression is a space of harmony, where different generations enjoy the 
site for different kinds of activities and experiences – recreational, family, cultural, 
multi-sensory, multi-modal, environmental, and social. This paints a utopian picture 
that represents both an escape to a shared community site and a transformed site. The 
defining feature is the absolute gratification of desire, which is like the traditional 
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utopian goal of an ideal space free from conflict. One of the characteristics of utopias 
is that the society attempts to stabilise or ‘fix’ the harmonious social space. Usually 
this occurs from a position outside or above the individual and the social body [33]. A 
situation occurred in the groups where students who had ideas that were extravagant 
(Bloch’s daydreams perhaps), but rather than have these ideas quashed by an external 
person to the group (for example a teacher or a community mentor) other students 
vetoed the ideas and restored a more compliant order of activities. For example, when 
asked for ideas as to what could be built or introduced to the site some students’ 
responses were: a water park, scientific based activity centre (e.g. Questicon), a zoo, 
BMX and mountain bike tracks. These ideas were discussed amongst the group, and 
other students gave reasons why they did not think some of these ideas would be 
beneficial for the community and that some of the ideas such as the BMX and 
mountain bike tracks already existed in other places of the community. 
Some students became very protective of their environment, which they described as 
‘not too busy and very friendly’. The introduction of a large themed park would bring 
extra people and traffic to the area and the local people could not enjoy the lifestyle 
that currently exists. Students were drawn between producing a space that was ever 
changing, exciting and of interest to many people, yet it needed to be something they 
could access and be proud of. The majority of the students very quickly vetoed a zoo, 
as they felt it would destroy the natural environment and the existing flora and fauna 
at the site. These decisions can be viewed as part of the democratic process that 
evolved in the groups. They can also be considered as raising an interesting and 
unresolved question of the relationship between non-compliance and the image of a 
transformed future utopian space. 
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A view of youth is often one that sees an antagonistic relation between a self-
contained subject and society [34, p. ix]. However, in their designs the students offer a 
different homology between an integrated subject and a harmonious space, or a space 
of belonging that is inclusive of all the community. One way of viewing this outcome 
is to raise the possibility of what kind of space would the students have designed if it 
had not been done as part of their regular school activities? Another is to ask: Are the 
strategic and contingent affiliations expressed in their designs (cross-generational, 
artistic, and civic members of the community) a form of tacit negotiation on their part 
for acceptance of their ideas?
7.3 New media and stories
An underlying premise of the research was that new technology would be an 
important way of engaging young people in the project and at the site. This perception 
of youth is one that other researchers have shared and verified through their 
investigations into youth and new media. As Bennett notes, young people are exposed 
to the influence of new media more than others and appear to take ‘naturally’ to a life 
of ‘MP3s, MTV, and chatroom gossip’ [35, p. 162]. A surprising outcome was that 
students explicitly said that they didn’t want ‘technology’ to be used at the site for 
information dissemination. For example, they rejected ideas for electronic touch 
screens or iPods walks with historical information. They all seemed to agree with one 
student’s comment that ‘we have enough technology’. Despite this open rejection of 
technology per se, they nevertheless included some uses of technology as it had the 
ability to change the kind of information or entertainment on offer (for example, 
audio-visual stories, Bluetooth, Mp3 players, projections, blogs, and special lighting 
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could facilitate change of content and effect). Consequently, their ideas were not 
technologically driven, but incorporated technology along with more traditional 
displays and information sources (library books, signs, sculptures). This incorporation 
may represent a shift in the way technology has become an accepted part of everyday 
life, and is no longer seen as occupying a privileged position. It could indicate the 
conflation of local and global influences in the construction of identity of a 
community. 
7.4 Recontexualisation or Remix
One specific outcome of how the community’s past identity is being remixed or 
recontextualised is through digital storytelling. At the time of writing this paper, 
students are in the process of creating digital stories that will be played on the 
projection screens in the boiler house at the Mill Site. These stories evolved from 
those they collected from the former Mill workers and from students’ own 
experiences in exploring the site. Thus, in retelling these stories, past and present 
converge in a form that will entertain and inform future visitors to the site. 
Furthermore, the location of the digital stories in the restored boiler house 
recontextualises the space that has parallels with Mazzoleni’s idea of ‘habitat’ 
whereby space can be (re)constructed and understood from different perspectives. As 
we noted earlier, this kind of recontextualisation of space embodies an organic space 
comprising people, language, time, and objects. Thus, the students have played an 
important role in contributing to the ‘living’ architecture of the boiler room through 
their digital stories, which connect past and present, and infuse genealogies with 
voice, living memory, and sensory experience.  
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8. Conclusion
Community engagement of schools and students in a planning project such as the one 
described in this paper is not an easy undertaking. By the very nature of their 
organizational structure and responsibilities, schools have limitations and constraints 
(timetabling, curriculum demands, assessment, extracurricular activities) that make it 
difficult to involve students in an extended or free form of engagement. Similarly, 
community members also have time restraints due to work, family, and other 
commitments. Furthermore, McKoy & Vincent [15] contend that efforts to include 
students in community engagement activities are complicated by the traditional 
isolated autonomy of schools and school districts. Attempts to engage schools in 
community projects, therefore need to be mindful of how this ‘isolated autonomy’ 
impacts on issues of control, regulation, protocols of engagement, publicity, and the 
school’s responsibility to parents and to its main employing authority.  
A further difficulty of conducting community projects as part of a ‘legitimate’ school 
activity is that teachers have responsibilities and a view of their role which are 
difficult for them to disentangle themselves from when the boundaries between 
formal and informal activities are blurred. On one occasion during the project it was 
necessary for teachers to make decisions which would expedite a process, such as 
imposing time limits on students for certain parts of the project to be completed. On 
another, the free-flow form that is necessary for a focus group was disrupted when 
teachers who were present found it difficult not to interrupt or manage the behaviour 
of students who appeared to be not participating according to expected school 
behaviour. While it is important to have a group of teachers who have an interest in 
the project and who are passionate about producing a positive learning experience for 
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their students, it is also difficult to ensure that school involvement in community 
development does not become burdens for teachers and administrators [15, p. 401]. 
This positive learning environment flows through all aspects of the project and will 
positively (or negatively) affect the community engagement process. Students too 
operate within the constraints and limits of the school environment, and when 
community engagement is integrated into the school curriculum the nature of the 
design products maybe be influenced by these factors. 
Despite these restrictions on the process of the project, the gains that were made in 
terms of the subjective and intersubjective relations between student-school-
community warrant serious consideration. In her comment on utopia, Ruth Levitas 
says: ‘The dream becomes vision only when hope is invested in an agency capable of 
transformation’ [36, p. 200]. However, if we take Levitas’ words to heart then true 
community engagement, especially of young people, offers a possibility of ‘agency 
capable of transformation’. We have discussed how this possibility was realised as 
action in this project, despite its limitations and constraints. More significantly we 
hope that others will undertake their own research involving young people in 
community planning. To do so will undoubtedly enable young people to recognise the 
interaction between their own understandings of their world as it is now and the vision 
of what it might become. The idea is ‘radiant with possibility’.
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Figure 1:  Brainstorming Displays
Figure 2: Student Presentation and wooden log maze
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Figure 3: Results from Council discussion
Act Now (before 31 August, 
2009)
Medium Term (1 year) Long Term (5 years)
Animate causeway with 
sculptures
Mystery stories in library & at 
opening
Modified ‘cart’ idea
Lighting the stack Sculpture climb Log Tunnel
Projection on the wall in 
Boiler house
Outdoor seating Opening bonfire –
indigenous lighting
Fog screen projection inside 
the boiler
Park Benches with plaques Wall of Fame
Performance space Involving business to donate a 
bench
Feeding fish platform 
Open space Power to performance spaces BBQs on site
Stories on earphones in situ Audio, mp3 experience, 
Bluetooth
Play activity connect to 
Apex Park
Audio visual stories in the 
boiler house 
Archaeological dig Blogging visitors book/Hall 
of Fame
Log Maze Perspex overlay of old site 
over current
Water tank sign Flying Fox
Frogs in Frog Gully
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Endnotes
                                               
1 The larger research is funded by an Australian Research Council Linkage grant 
awarded to Greg Hearn, Marcus Foth, Bhishna Bajracharya, Kerry Mallan, and Helen 
Klaebe.
2 Although extensive consultations with the school and community had occurred over 
a period of two years, the pilot study was part of a three-year doctoral study by 
Greenaway. The activities described in this paper occurred over a one-week period, 
but continued beyond this week in terms of finalisation of outcomes.
